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Fact-checking claims that NATO, US broke agreement
against alliance expanding eastward

politifact.com/factchecks/2022/feb/28/candace-owens/fact-checking-claims-nato-us-broke-agreement-again

Russian President Vladimir Putin in Moscow, Russia, on Feb. 27, 2022. (AP)

By Bill McCarthy February 28, 2022

If Your Time is short

No legal agreement prohibits NATO from expanding eastward. 

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/2022/feb/28/candace-owens/fact-checking-claims-nato-us-broke-agreement-again/
https://www.politifact.com/staff/bill-mccarthy/
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Russians have argued that comments made by U.S. and other Western leaders during
the negotiations over the reunification of Germany constituted a promise that NATO
would not extend beyond then-East Germany. Those allegations have sparked
decades of debate amongst those involved in the events, and scholars studying them.

Even scholars who say they believe western powers did offer the Soviet Union
assurances about NATO expansion say Owens’ claim is misleading.

Two days before Russia invaded Ukraine with an assault that intelligence officials had
warned was coming, conservative commentator Candace Owens insisted that the U.S. was
"at fault."

"NATO (under direction from the United States) is violating previous agreements and
expanding eastward," Owens said in the Feb. 22 tweet, which directed her more than 3
million followers to remarks from Russian President Vladimir Putin that she said showed
"what’s actually going on." 

Owens’ comment echoed a grievance claimed by Putin and other Russian leaders regarding
the West’s negotiations with the Soviet Union after the Cold War. 

The subject of the grievance is whether the U.S. and its Western allies promised the Soviet
Union during negotiations over the reunification of Germany that they would not allow NATO
to expand its membership east of the Cold War border.

The question has fueled decades of debate and disagreement over what was said around
those negotiations, what was meant by it all, and whether Soviet President Mikhail
Gorbachev and other leaders received certain assurances regarding NATO’s expansion
beyond East Germany. 

But even historians who argue that the Soviets were led to believe that NATO would not
expand farther to the east told PolitiFact Owens’ statement is more wrong than right. No
binding, legal agreement ever codified the terms that Putin’s camp — and Owens — now say
were violated.

https://archive.is/fArY4#selection-613.0-613.156
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"Such an agreement was never made," NATO says in a fact page on its website, one of
multiple pages that addresses the Russian allegations. "NATO’s door has been open to new
members since it was founded in 1949 — and that has never changed."

Negotiating German reunification

After the fall of the Berlin Wall in 1989, a divided Germany and the four powers that had
occupied it since World War II were discussing whether the country should be reunified.

The treaty they signed in 1990 extended NATO into East Germany, which had been zoned to
the Soviet Union. To appease the Soviets, it also granted the territory a "special military
status" that ruled out the stationing of foreign NATO forces there. 

The agreement said nothing about NATO’s ability to expand farther east, a process that
began with the admission of Poland, the Czech Republic and Hungary as members in 1999.
Subsequent agreements, like the NATO-Russia Founding Act in 1997, also made no mention
of a prohibition on eastward expansion. 

"I know of no agreement signed by the United States, Germany, Britain, France or any NATO
member that foreswore NATO enlargement," said the Brookings Institution’s Steven Pifer,
who was the deputy director of the State Department’s Soviet desk at the time the 1990 deal
was struck. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20220222223845/https://www.nato.int/cps/en/natohq/topics_111767.htm#c203
https://www.nato.int/docu/review/articles/2014/07/01/nato-enlargement-and-russia-myths-and-realities/index.html
https://usa.usembassy.de/etexts/2plusfour8994e.htm
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/up-front/2014/11/06/did-nato-promise-not-to-enlarge-gorbachev-says-no/
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"This claim (from Owens) is factually incorrect," added John Lough, an associate fellow at
Chatham House, a London-based think tank, who served from 1995 to 1998 as NATO’s first
representative based in Moscow. "NATO never made a commitment to Russia not to
enlarge."

The source of controversy, however, is centered around statements made during the
negotiations by Western leaders — particularly James Baker, the U.S. secretary of state, and
German Foreign Minister Hans Dietrich Genscher.

U.S. President George H. Bush signs an arms-reduction treaty as Secretary of State James
Baker, left, talks with Germany's Hans Dietrich Genscher in Paris on Nov. 19, 1990. (AP)

"Not shift 1 inch eastward"

One key statement came during a Feb. 9, 1990, meeting between Baker and Gorbachev. 

After explaining why the U.S. wanted the reunited Germany to stay within the framework of
NATO, Baker told Gorbachev that "if we maintain a presence in a Germany that is a part of
NATO, there would be no extension of NATO's jurisdiction for forces of NATO 1 inch to the
east."

"I put the following question to (Gorbachev)," Baker recounted in a letter to German
Chancellor Helmut Kohl. "‘Would you prefer to see a united Germany outside of NATO,
independent and with no U.S. forces, or would you prefer a unified Germany to be tied to

https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/russia-programs/2017-12-12/nato-expansion-what-gorbachev-heard-western-leaders-early
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/russia-programs/2017-12-12/nato-expansion-what-gorbachev-heard-western-leaders-early
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/document/16119-document-08-letter-james-baker-helmut-kohl
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NATO, with assurances that NATO’s jurisdiction would not shift 1 inch eastward from its
present position?’"

U.S. Secretary of State James Baker, left, looks on while Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev
gestures during their meeting at the Kremlin, on Dec. 16, 1991 in Moscow. (AP)

Those comments, along with similar remarks from Baker’s European allies, like Genscher
and Kohl, were part of what researchers at George Washington University’s National
Security Archive called a "cascade of assurances" offered to the Soviets.

But Baker and other officials involved in the events have denied that the conversation ever
turned on expanding NATO to other countries. 

Featured Fact-check

The comments, they say, were made in the context of the German reunification debate. Talk
of NATO’s expansion to the rest of Europe never came up, in part because the Soviet Union
and its associated Warsaw Pact were still intact. And in any event, those assurances were
not baked into the final U.S. position and agreement around "special military status," they
say.

"There was a discussion about whether the unified Germany would be a member of NATO,
and that was the only discussion we ever had," Baker told CNN during a 2009 interview.
"There was never any discussion of anything but (East Germany)."

http://www.sscnet.ucla.edu/polisci/faculty/trachtenberg/cv/1990.pdf
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2022/jan/12/russias-belief-in-nato-betrayal-and-why-it-matters-today?CMP=Share_iOSApp_Other
https://nsarchive.gwu.edu/briefing-book/russia-programs/2017-12-12/nato-expansion-what-gorbachev-heard-western-leaders-early
https://www.nytimes.com/1997/05/25/weekinreview/the-anatomy-of-a-misunderstanding.html
https://www.nytimes.com/1995/08/10/opinion/IHT-nato-expansion-wasnt-ruled-out.html
https://twitter.com/dw_politics/status/1491792548376895496?s=20&t=tNzVJ9eZF149eLvFD-z7tg
https://www.nytimes.com/1995/08/10/opinion/IHT-nato-expansion-wasnt-ruled-out.html
https://transcripts.cnn.com/show/ampr/date/2009-11-09/segment/01
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Other figures have said that assurances were made, including Jack Matlock, the last U.S.
ambassador to the Soviet Union, and Robert Gates, the deputy national security adviser at
the time. Gates said the Soviets "were led to believe" NATO would not expand eastward. 

Gorbachev has sent mixed messages. On one occasion, he insisted that he was promised
NATO would not "move 1 centimeter further east." In another interview in 2014, he said the
question never came up, though he added that NATO’s eventual expansion was "a violation
of the spirit of the statements and assurances made to us in 1990." He said:

"The topic of ‘NATO expansion’ was not discussed at all, and it wasn’t brought up in those
years. I say this with full responsibility. Not a single Eastern European country raised the
issue, not even after the Warsaw Pact ceased to exist in 1991. Western leaders didn’t bring it
up, either."

Scholars have landed on both sides of the debate. Some, like Lough and Harvard
University’s Mark Kramer, who wrote about it in 2009, have argued that the idea of a no-
NATO-enlargement promise is a "myth." Other interpretations say the question is more
complicated.

"At one extreme, there’s a position you sometimes hear from the American side, that none of
this ever came up, it’s a total myth, the Russians are psychotic," Johns Hopkins University’s
Mary Sarotte, the author of a book examining the issue, told the New Yorker. "On the other
end, you have the very adamant Russian position: ‘We were totally betrayed, there’s no
doubt about it.’ Unsurprisingly, when you get into the evidence, the truth looks to be
somewhere in between."

When Russian President Boris Yeltsin protested NATO’s expansion, President Bill Clinton’s
administration asked the German foreign ministry to look into the matter. The ministry
reported that Yeltsin’s complaint was formally wrong, but it said it could understand "why
Yeltsin thought that NATO had committed itself not to extend beyond its 1990 limits,"
according to the Guardian.

https://millercenter.org/the-presidency/presidential-oral-histories/robert-m-gates-deputy-director-central#download-popup
https://www.rferl.org/a/nato-expansion-russia-mislead/31263602.html
https://www.rbth.com/international/2014/10/16/mikhail_gorbachev_i_am_against_all_walls_40673.html
https://www.chathamhouse.org/2021/05/myths-and-misconceptions-debate-russia/myth-03-russia-was-promised-nato-would-not-enlarge
https://ciaotest.cc.columbia.edu/journals/twq/v32i2/f_0016179_13953.pdf
https://www.newyorker.com/news/news-desk/the-historical-dispute-behind-russias-threat-to-invade-ukraine
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2015/may/26/the-west-assurances-to-soviet-ministers-on-eastward-expansion-of-nato
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Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev on Dec. 20, 1990 in Moscow. (AP)

Why Owens’ claim is misleading, regardless

To support her argument, Owens shared via Twitter an 2016 op-ed that Joshua Shifrinson
wrote for the Los Angeles Times.

Shifrinson, an associate professor of international relations at Boston University, wrote that
while no formal agreement restricted NATO’s expansion, Baker and other diplomats had
offered the Soviets verbal assurances that NATO would not enlarge to the east.

In an interview with PolitiFact, Shifrinson said that he still holds the same view, and that a
new document he recently discovered in the British National Archives supports that case.

The record, from 1991, quotes a German official as telling British and American
policymakers, "We had made it clear during the 2+4 negotiations that we would not extend
NATO beyond the Elbe (a river in Germany). We could not therefore offer membership of
NATO to Poland and the others."

But Poland joined NATO in 1999. The reason that was allowed is the same reason why
Owens’ statement about NATO "violating previous agreements" is misleading: whether or not
assurances were made, the West did not tie NATO’s hands with any formal agreement.

https://twitter.com/RealCandaceO/status/1496308968016199681?s=20&t=7wQrTFYDyHZrv3BXIyCGrQ
https://www.latimes.com/opinion/op-ed/la-oe-shifrinson-russia-us-nato-deal--20160530-snap-story.html
https://twitter.com/shifrinson/status/1491853598090801156?s=20&t=tNzVJ9eZF149eLvFD-z7tg
https://www.spiegel.de/ausland/nato-osterweiterung-aktenfund-stuetzt-russische-version-a-1613d467-bd72-4f02-8e16-2cd6d3285295
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"Candace Owens’ statement is more fiction than not," Shifrinson told PolitiFact. "No. 1, NATO
as an organization did not make this commitment. No. 2, it wasn’t an agreement."

"There is a legitimate point to say that the U.S. offered assurances to the Soviets that NATO
would do something, but that is not the same thing as saying NATO offered an agreement,"
Shifrinson continued. "NATO is not violating, and it never offered an agreement."

None of that justifies Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, he added.

Marc Trachtenberg, a professor emeritus from the University of California, Los Angeles, has
summarized the research on the NATO-enlargement-promise debate. His writing also argued
that U.S. officials made assurances to the Soviets that they ultimately reneged on. 

But in an email to PolitiFact, he also took issue with Owens’ use of the word "agreement." 

"What we had here were purely unilateral statements made by high U.S. and German
officials," Trachtenberg said. "Strictly speaking, this does not show there was an ‘agreement’
… I think the term ‘tacit understanding’ is a better way to put it."

Our ruling

Owens said, "NATO (under direction from the United States) is violating previous
agreements and expanding eastward."

There is an ongoing historical debate over comments that Western leaders, including Baker,
made during post-Cold War negotiations, and whether what they said amounted to
assurances that NATO would refrain from welcoming in countries closer to modern-day
Russia. 

But NATO as an organization made no such pledge, and the formal agreement signed at the
end of those negotiations said nothing about the alliance not expanding eastward.

We rate this claim Mostly False.
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